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Have you ever found yourself sitting in an airport waiting for a flight and just watching people go by? There are hundreds 
of people rushing from gate to gate. Most of us barely give them a second thought. We notice a few things—their 
clothes, their age, whether they look tired or successful, happy or stressed—and then we move on. But imagine if every 
person walking through that airport had a sign hanging around their neck telling you what they were carrying in life. 
 

• "Just lost my spouse." 

• "Worried about tomorrow's surgery." 

• "Buried in debt." 

• "Wondering if anyone would notice if I disappeared." 

• "Carrying guilt over something I did years ago." 

• "Praying every day for a child who has wandered from the faith." 
 
If we could see those signs, we wouldn't just see strangers passing by. We'd see hurting people. We'd see burdens. We'd 
see hearts that are struggling. That's how Jesus saw the crowds. Matthew tells us that when Jesus looked at the people, 
He had compassion on them because they were "harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd." Other people 
saw a crowd. Jesus saw souls. Others saw faces. Jesus saw fears, wounds, and burdens. Others saw interruptions. Jesus 
saw people who desperately needed a Savior. 
 
And the beautiful thing is that Jesus still sees people that way—including you and me. He sees beyond the smile we put 
on for others. He sees beyond our Sunday clothes and the image we try to project. He sees our worries, our struggles, 
our sins, and our doubts. And when He sees us, He doesn't turn away. He responds with compassion. “When he saw the 
crowds, he had compassion on them.”  
 
“Compassion” in Greek refers to a person’s inner organs – the heart, the guts. It’s more than just being sad, sorry for 
someone. Compassion refers to a person's inner organs—the heart, lungs, liver, and especially the intestines or bowels. In 
the ancient world, these organs were considered the seat of the deepest emotions. It’s that feeling that you might have 
when you say: "My heart goes out to you." "That was gut-wrenching." "I felt it in the pit of my stomach." Jesus’ 
compassion doesn’t remain a feeling or an emotion. His compassion leads him to action.  
 
This makes the next part of the text even more beautiful. Jesus' compassion doesn't remain a feeling. His compassion 
leads to action. He gathers disciples, sends workers into the harvest, and ultimately goes to the cross for the very people 
who are harassed and helpless. Compassion becomes mission. Compassion becomes salvation. 
 
Jesus saw the needs of the people around him. He saw their physical needs.  “Jesus went through all the towns and 
villages, teaching in their synagogues, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and healing every disease and 
sickness.” Jesus had been busy already in his ministry. Just before our text, Jesus had been busy doing some amazing 
things. He raised a synagogue leader's daughter from the dead. He healed a woman who had suffered from bleeding for 
twelve years. He gave sight to the blind, enabled the mute to speak, and drove out demons.  
 
And those are probably just a few of the miracles He performed. As word spread, crowds began to gather. People came 
from everywhere, bringing their sick friends, hurting family members, and desperate needs to Jesus. How does Jesus 
respond? “He had compassion on them.” He didn't become annoyed or overwhelmed. Matthew tells us that He had 
compassion on them. 
 
It wasn’t the physical condition of the crowd that moved Jesus deeply. It was their spiritual condition. The word 
translated here as “harassed” literally means lacerated. The picture is that of a sheep who has been cut by thorns in a 
bush or predators like wolves. “Helpless” literally means dropped or thrown down. It’s a picture of a sheep that’s 
completely exhausted and is unable to move because of its condition.  
 



Jesus noticed that people lacked true spiritual leaders. The Pharisees and teachers of the law weren’t caring for God’s 
flock. Instead of guiding and protecting them, they piled on endless man-made rules no one could follow. Those suffering 
from illness, hardship, or guilt were often ignored. When they needed to hear about God’s love and mercy, they found 
little comfort. Worn down by false teaching and weighed down with guilt, this is what Jesus saw in the crowds—and it 
filled Him with compassion. 
 
This work is overwhelming for just a few people. So, what does Jesus do? He calls more people to help spread that 
message – twelve very unique and ordinary people to be his disciples.  
 

• Simon Peter – A fisherman from Galilee. He was often the spokesman for the disciples and became a leading 
figure in the early Christian church. 

• Andrew – Peter's brother, also a fisherman. He was one of the first disciples called by Jesus and is known for 
bringing others to Jesus. 

• James (son of Zebedee) – A fisherman and brother of John. Jesus nicknamed them "Sons of Thunder." James was 
the first apostle martyred for his faith. 

• John – Brother of James and author of the Gospel of John, three epistles, and Revelation. Known as "the disciple 
whom Jesus loved." 

• Philip – From Bethsaida, the same town as Peter and Andrew. He often introduced others to Jesus. 

• Bartholomew (Nathanael) – Known for his honesty. Jesus described him as "an Israelite in whom there is no 
deceit." 

• Thomas – Often called "Doubting Thomas" because he questioned Jesus' resurrection until he saw the risen 
Lord. 

• Matthew – A tax collector before following Jesus. He later wrote the Gospel of Matthew. 

• James (son of Alphaeus) – Sometimes called "James the Less." Little is recorded about him in Scripture. 

• Judas (not Iscariot)  – Asked Jesus at the Last Supper why He would reveal Himself to the disciples and not the 
world. 

• Simon the Zealot – Previously associated with the Zealots, a Jewish movement opposed to Roman rule. 

• Judas Iscariot – Served as the group's treasurer but later betrayed Jesus for thirty pieces of silver. 
 
Even with these 12 men, the task would seem overwhelming. Think about it this way: if you started counting people one 
at a time—one person every second, day and night without stopping—it would take about 31 years just to reach 1 billion 
people. With more than 7 billion people in the world, it would take well over 200 years to count them all. And even then, 
you would never catch up because more people are being born every day. No one person could ever do that job alone. 
 
But that's not how Jesus designed His mission. He tells one person, who tells another, who tells another. The good news 
spreads from believer to believer, family to family, generation to generation. What seems impossible for one person 
becomes possible as Christ works through many. What began with Jesus’ compassionate look upon a crowd continues 
today. The Good Shepherd still sees, still loves, still gathers, and still sends. Why? He loves this world. He loves you. Love 
that he showed so graciously with his death on the cross.  
 
Jesus’ encouragement for his disciples is the same today: “As you go, proclaim this message: ‘The kingdom of heaven 
has come near.’ Freely you have received; freely give.” Let’s show the compassion of Jesus to more and more people 
together. May God help us. Amen.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 


